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I went to New York to forget about the salmon.  
I chose a concrete city with stainless streets because the fish were easier to 
evade there and after the death of my father, I liked the idea of a place without ocean. 
When I arrived, a receptionist called Missy stole my money and gave me a soggy 
mattress. 
 ‘Our last guest left the window open,’ she said, ‘the window was above the bed.’ 
Then she added, in case I missed it, ‘Some rain came in.’  
I nodded. 
Missy’s hands were curved like dinner plates, her fingers uncooked sausages. 
When she moved, she rolled the carpet. When she spoke, she licked her words. 
‘Stay away from the park,’ she said, dabbing at her mouth, ‘the Strawberry Fields 
are flooding.’ 
I wheeled my suitcase past the lounge and pretended to wait for the elevator.  
When I was six, I wandered out of a bank queue and into a jumbled fruit shop. 
Somewhere on the dock, near the crates of jam, I got stuck in a cargo elevator. 
Apparently, one of the cables snapped and I soared twenty metres in the shaft. While 
my mother spoke to the chief of rescue about pillows of air pressure, my father sorted 
through the apples with a plastic bag. It took the rescue team an hour to open the 
doors. When they found me, I was standing in front of the control panel, pressing the 
emergency button. My mother, who thought we were the same, told the manager I must 
have panicked. But a couple of nights earlier when my mother was at bingo, my father 
tucked me into bed and told me stories as tall as beanstalks. He said the moon was a 
scoop of ice-cream, and the planets were bubble gums, and all the elevators were shiny 
rockets that travelled to the stars. In the elevator, I saw fireworks burst like neon 
jellyfish. I watched their tentacles explode. When the engines sparked and rumbled, I 
pressed the red button for Mars.  
Since that day in the black world, I chose to take the stairs.  
When I stepped onto the seventh floor, two men, who looked like grasshoppers, 
were waiting on the wall. They were sharing a king sized suite that was freshly painted 
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with gold numbering on the door. The older was dressed in a suit and tie, the younger in 
skinnys. They were cupping a key like a secret, passing it back and forth. I thought, 
from the awkward angles at which they stood, that maybe they were strangers.  
My own key agreed.  
Inside, I was greeted by the smell of an old sink rag and the cool breath of a 
broken heater. After I unpacked, I stood on the balcony. From there, I could see the 
leafy entrance to Central Park.  
I smiled. 
I had never been to a city with a green world planted inside.  
When I was seven, I went around Queensland in a caravan with my sisters. But 
all I saw were salt marshes, and dirt roads, and obscure things like giant pineapples. Up 
north, we visited a museum of broken planes and after lunch, we found a farm with 
dinosaur remains.  
‘It’s a fossil centre!’ my father shouted. ‘Girls, get your cameras!’  
Sometimes, when my father got excited, he would stop the van on the side of the 
road and make us all get out.  
‘Suck on this sugarcane,’ he would say. ‘Come and feel this bark.’  
But my father, who once made a U-turn in a McDonalds drive through, had no 
desire to see the world. Even in summer, when we swam at Coolangatta, we never 
passed the flags. 
‘Why would I go to Paris and eat snails,’ my father said, ‘when I could go to 
Scarborough and eat warm, buttered crayfish?’  
Whenever my father asked questions like this, I never knew the answer. 
I shut the window, and drew the curtains, and decided to call a cab.  
I reasoned that my driver, Ben, was probably Chinese. There was a dragon boat 
hanging from his rear view mirror and dumplings at his feet. He smelt of smoke and 
soya sauce and rarely stopped for pedestrians. 
‘The people here no look,’ he said. ‘Sometimes I want to kill them.’ 
I smiled and reached for the door.  
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‘Wait. Where you want to go?’ Ben asked, nodding at the meter.  
I shrugged. 
We turned right onto 34th and nearly hit a man dressed as a hot dog.  
‘You see,’ Ben said, winding down his window, ‘this man thinks he is a sausage.’    
Every year, when my father won pennants, he took me to a barbeque at the 
bowls club. While he stood at the bar, I sat beside his pockets and drew on the napkins. 
While I traced the ashtrays and empty jugs, the bar tender, who wore mini-skirts and 
cherry lipstick (and who, I think, had a thing for my father), hand-fed me peanuts from 
a plastic cup.  
My father watched over me with a beer. 
‘Ah yes ladies,’ he would say, between sips, ‘just like her mother.’  
Occasionally he would offer a photo or recite a funny story, and the women, who 
were soft and wrinkled, would gather round and giggle. 
‘You smile so you want to see?’ Ben said, pulling over. ‘The Empire State.’ 
I looked up. 
I recognised the building from a film I saw once. But it was taller than I 
remembered.  
I handed Ben some notes.  
  ‘102 floors,’ he said, checking for a tip.  
When he saw the extra fiver, he pointed at the building through the windscreen 
and told me that last week, a college student jumped from the top.  
‘From the observation deck,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘Died before he hit the 
ground.’ 
 ‘Aren’t there railings?’ I said. 
 ‘He climbed like Spiderman.’ 
And to make his point, Ben danced his fingers along the dashboard and up onto 
my shoulder.  
 I undid my seatbelt and got out. 
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A couple of weeks ago, when I found my father on the driveway, he was holding 
a bag over his mouth. I called my mother, who beat me to the hospital. In the room with 
holy pictures where they take you sometimes to pray, the doctor showed us an X-ray of 
my father’s chest. His ribs were white and symmetrical but his lungs were gutted 
salmons. Around the lining of their skins, which should have been smooth and pink, 
there were holes. Their organs were falling out.  
‘The good news,’ the doctor said, ‘is your husband’s heart. His heart is very 
good.’ 
My mother frowned. 
‘In fact,’ the doctor said, scratching his head, ‘it’s one of the best I’ve seen.’ 
My father’s heart was as red as crayon.  
It padded his chest like a cushion.  
But the salmons caged behind his ribs were dying.  
The water was leaking out.  
‘How long?’ someone asked. 
The doctor answered.  
My mother slid down the wall.  
‘I’ll kill her,’ my sister finally said. ‘I’ll kill her.’ 
 
Margie, the receptionist at my father’s office, wore thongs with cherries on the 
toes. She was leaving Jimmy for good this time and starting a hair dressing course and 
maybe selling her implants. During those years, which Margie called her ‘dog decade’, 
she went through four or five packets a day.  
‘Need my fags,’ she said, to no one in particular. ‘Really need ’em today.’ 
When my father hired Margie he did not know she was a smoker. He said she had 
an eye for detail and a good head on her shoulders. But all my father really wanted were 
Margie’s thumbs and fingers. Margie could send a fax before water boiled and fill a form 
before it printed. Because my grandfather was a watchmaker, my father grew up to the 
ticking of a clock. He came to believe if something was timely then it was worthwhile. 
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For this reason, my father never learnt the computer. But Margie, who did a TAFE course 
over summer, could type his refunds at 83 a minute. And that, my father said, saved 
him a lot of trouble. 
So somewhere between those loose sheets of paper, another contract was signed.  
Margie needed her cigarettes.  
My father needed her fingers.  
Both agreed that Margie could smoke in the office, as long as she smiled at 
clients, and came in on Fridays, and stopped selling stationery on E-Bay.  
‘Okay,’ Margie said. ‘Fine.’  
When Ben drove away, I walked around the entrance to the building, searching 
for the chalky outline of a missing body. There was nothing. All I found were ticket prices 
and a Jamaican in a red tuxedo. 
‘What’s it like in Australia?’ he asked. 
‘Same as Jamaica,’ I said. ‘Hot.’ 
‘I like hot places,’ he said, twirling his hat. ‘So what brings you to the cold?’ 
‘My father died,’ I said. 
‘You know this building has its own post-code.’ 
I looked up. 
‘And if you get married at the top,’ he continued, ‘you get a pass for life.’ 
He pointed at the highest point, which jabbed the sky like a needle. 
‘You can see Sydney from up there.’ 
I smiled. 
‘I’m from Brisbane.’ 
‘Go up.’ 
Sometimes, when my mother was lonely, she took my sisters and I to visit our 
father. His office was wedged between two jacarandas on the bend of the river. When we 
arrived, Margie would be playing cards on the front computer, her breasts asleep on the 
keys.  
‘Feckin’ blitzed it,’ she would say, smoke in hand, ‘that’s a feckin’ PB.’  
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My mother smiled at Margie, a little too quickly, and hurried us down the hall. 
She smoothed her dress with her hands and gathered us like carollers at my father’s 
door. Then she kissed him on the cheek and mouthed, ‘Sorry, they wanted to see you.’  
When my father saw us, he called us over and ruffled our hair and let us punch 
rude words on his calculator. Then my mother gave him a face and he sent us to the 
store. We came back with jellybeans in our pockets, and snakes in our shoes, and 
crushed honeycomb in our hair. My father licked the chocolate off our fingers and 
sometimes coughed on the ginger. Before we left, my mother would put her hand on the 
door and say, ‘Do you want me to close this?’, and my father would say, ‘No’.  
So we went home with sugar in our bellies and my father’s door stayed open.  
The smoke settled in. 
 
On the ground floor there was no smoking, only couples holding hands. Tourists 
in matching tees bought useless things, their backpacks full of junk. A red carpet 
flattened the floor. More men, all in red suits, did odd job around the area. Some were 
selling headphones, others wrapping presents. There were so many running round they 
looked like Santa’s elves. 
I watched one polish his shoes and I thought about leaving. 
But when I turned to go, the line was full of tangled bodies and I could not find 
the exit.  
The legs continued to move. 
When we arrived at the last check point, there was a glass elevator. When its 
doors finally opened, I saw the space was edged in silver but also full of emptiness. One 
of the women in front of me rolled forward in a wheelchair. As she moved, she licked her 
lips.  
I knew there would not be stairs.  
My lungs burnt into my chest and my breath floated away from me.  




Inside the elevator, there was a single button. Strangers squeezed against me 
and swallowed my air. I could not see my feet, or turn my neck, or find my face in the 
glass. The man in charge of the elevator signalled on his walkie talkie that we were 
coming up.  
‘Prepare for nineteen,’ he said.  
Then the doors shut and everything went black.  
‘Slingshot to the sky,’ someone said.   
As the elevator started to rise, I closed my eyes and chased my thoughts across 
an open field. I jumped over stones as big as roundabouts and fell through haystacks. I 
sewed my worries into kites and left them in the sky. Then the hills rolled away, and the 
sun fell into the sea, and all I saw was my father picking apples. The apples were fat and 
full of cider, but my father was grey and thin.  
In the hospital, my father lost his beer gut but he never lost his temper. Even 
when the doctors brought lousy odds, he swirled the pills around his mouth and said, 
‘Mmm. Magic beans.’ 
When the magic wore off, my father would explain to the nurse he had to leave.  
‘It’s Christmas soon,’ he would say, ‘And I’m cooking a ham, and making a bird 
bath, and saving for a brand new caravan.’ 
‘A caravan?’ the nurse would say, looking out the window. 
‘Yes. The girls love the Sun Chaser, but it needs a new paint job.’ 
‘I’m sorry,’ one doctor interrupted, ‘but you only have a twenty percent chance.’ 
‘Is it true,’ my father said, ‘that doctors make up statistics?’  
‘Are you a statistician?’ the doctor said. 
‘Are you kidding?’ my father replied. ‘I’ve got too much personality for that.’ 
‘He’s an accountant,’ my mother said. 
When my father wasn’t watching, I stole the clipboard at the end of his bed and 
flipped through his charts. I crossed out ‘Pulmonaries’ on one of the pie graphs and 
wrote ‘Pac Man’ instead. Then I blacked out his mouth and drew a maze for him to 
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follow. When my father saw, he said, ‘They’re my organs you’re vandalising. Anyway, 
this graph is wrong.’ 
‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘It’s Pac Man.’  
‘Pie charts only work when each of the pieces represent your chances.’ 
‘Pac Man doesn’t care about chances,’ I said. ‘Pac Man only cares about finding 
life bars, and magic potions, and getting invisibility so he can hide from monsters.’ 
My father sat up and reached for the milk. He removed the straw from its plastic 
wrapper, and pinched the lid, and took a long, pulsing gulp. Then he returned the carton 
to the bench and closed his eyes.  
‘Pac Man cares.’ 
Sometimes when my father spoke, his sentences sounded like formulas. The way 
he raised a point and followed it with an example, shaped all his words as reasons.  
‘And when you’re older,’ he said, ‘and you shop at Woolworths, and you check 
your docket, and you realise you’ve been ripped off, but you can’t do anything about it 
because you can’t add up, then you will also care.’ 
I continued colouring. 
‘I’ll just get you to check it,’ I said. 
But when I looked up, my father wasn’t there. 
 
When the elevator to the sky passed through the clouds, my father was still 
missing. When I stepped out, I saw the city was made of Lego. All the buildings were 
pieced together, level by level, and some had mismatched colours. From the top of 
the world, the park looked like a patch of broccoli. Except its stalks had been cut loose 
and all its tops were shrinking.  
Things were out of shape. 
Once, when I was going through a box under the stairs, I found a photo of my 
father as a boy. It was taken on a fishing trip he went on with his father. In the picture, 
my grandfather is holding a giant cod above my father’s head and dipping his hat in 
salute. My father’s grin is so wide his cheeks are cracking. The mouth of the fish is jarred 
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open. It looks like my father is about to be swallowed. When I took the photo to my 
father and asked if he was Jonah, he laughed and shook his head.   
‘You are my brightest daughter,’ he said, crouching down. ‘But you will never 
understand the simple laws of proportion.’  
As my father said this, I leant over his shoulders and pulled apart his hair. 
I thought I saw teeth marks. 
But before I could reach them, my father grabbed my wrists and placed them by 
my side. Then he brought his nose so close to mine I went cross-eyed.  
 
 
The city split in half. 
 
 
When I returned to the hotel it was night. The man in the suit was waiting. His 
collar was loose and some of his buttons were undone. He was chewing a cigar. 
I tried a smile.  
He returned it with a cough.  
Through the smoke, I could trace the outlines of his room. The bar fridge was 
open. In the middle of the bed, the young man sat naked. His skin looked smoother in 
the crumpled sheets. His jeans were on the floor. When the smoke cleared, I saw bruises 
on his neck, their bulges plump and inky. For a second, our eyes met and he looked at 
me as if to say, ‘So now you see.’ 
But the only thing I saw was my father. 
After I showered, I spied on the park through the pale glow of streetlight. There 
were ice-caped rocks, and weed-choked fountains, and flowerbeds stuffed between 
fences. The lake in the park was beginning to freeze and the keenest skaters were 
leaving their splits. In the distance, there was a man looking at the moon through a 
telescope. A child sat on his feet. It was starting to rain again; the kind of stubborn, 





I closed the window.  
After I picked at some loose threads, I made a bed out of towels and laid down 
on the carpet. Before sleep, I wondered what would happen to the fish in the lake when 
the water turned to ice.  
That night, on the soggy mattress, I dreamt of flying salmon.  
